An Interpretation: The Meaning of the Whole Bible’s Storyline & Main Themes  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   Draft  1

Every culture has sensed that behind our visible world and its’ meaning  must be an invisible Reality.   The Bible presents the Hebrew-Christian developing understanding of ‘God’  as this spiritual Source.  It assumes that the kind of story  in which we see ourselves having a part  will shape how we will live.  Grasping the O.T. story’s hopes  is crucial.    For those promises are what  the N.T. says Jesus fulfills!

Genesis’ stories were written for a later Israel overcome by evil  to explain who they were & what God had promised.   So, 1-11 isn’t addressing modern questions of how the universe was made.  Rather, its’ changes to very similar earlier pagan stories reveals what it did intend to claim about the nature of our life in God.    Pagan versions had capricious gods (sun, stars, & sea creatures included) battling violently to shape the creation days.   Thus, we, who were made to feed the gods, suffer their dangerous fallout!  

But in the Bible:   ‘God’ is One unified Reality* separate from the creation,  but devoted to developing it for us  to nourish the purpose of our life.  So it focuses on God’s gracious pursuit of producing moral choice-makers,  who reflect God’s own “likeness” & character  as we share His work: stewards to rule, “subdue,”  and order the creation to make it all it that it should be  (1:26-28; 2:15,19f; cf. Ps. 8:5f; Eph. 4:24).  (*Early O.T. assumes “other gods” exist-but Israel’s supreme “God of gods” has no rivals: Ps. 86:8; 97:9; 95:3; Dt. 10:14-17; 1 Kgs. 11:4f; 2 Kgs 17:35-39; Jos. 24:23f).   The prophets come to see: other ‘gods’ don’t exist: Is. 44:6-20!)

1-2:  From the start the world is not ‘perfect’ (or fully formed).    All is “formless” chaos,  & “darkness” broods over the threatening “deep!”   So, the “Spirit,” like a “hovering” mother bird, is molding order out of the chaos (1:2, 3-19; cf. Is. 32:11; Ps. 104:30; the whole Bible portrays God’s pursuit of subduing the chaos that assails our lives!).    This means we should see this real world (being ordered by God) as “good” (1:31). 

Yet creation is not only defaced by a primeval “darkness”  (forces personified in the sea’s monsters and “deep”:  Job 38:8-11; Ps. 74:13f; Is. 27:1; Rev. 21:1).   For “Adam” literally means “man” (male & female: cf. 5:1f), and earliest mankind is shown as a mixed bag who needs to resist,  not God’s pursuit of a good world but, evil (symbolized in a wild creation: a deceptive snake: 3:1).    The mystery, where such evil came from, is not explained.      The Bible story’s focus is upon what God is doing  to undo this reality we all face. 

Genesis 3’s story illustrates that finite creatures enter life seeing everything through our ego-centered eyes.   Largely ignorant,  we don’t even grasp that there really is nothing better  than choosing the way that (His Spirit tells us) is truly good (1-6).   It shows that we’ve always been inclined to denial and fear, to blame others & make excuses for our choices,  and doubt that refusing what Love calls us to be will bring ‘judgment’(7-13).  We seek proud autonomy & resist anything being above us.  We seek to fill our needs by grabbing created things  (6),  instead of trusting the grace  offered by the Source of  our lives. God doesn’t abolish evil,  but is seen to put limits on it,  until blessing replaces every curse  (3:22; 11:6).

       All 5 stories in 1-11 (and Gen.—Rev!)  repeat the same 3-fold pattern:   Sin—Judgment—Grace   

(1)  Our choices to sin call for:      (2) Consequences of divine judgment,  followed nonetheless by 

(3)  God’s gracious pursuit of what we’re meant to be.         Let’s review this cycle in Genesis:

3: Adam & Eve’s  (1) captivity to deception rejects God’s way.    (2) This excludes them from the garden that portrays the fellowship in which we are meant to be at Home (23f).   Estranged from the Spirit whose call we reject, we become spiritually ‘dead’ “dust” (19).   We are made for relationship (2:18), but judgment (“curses”) shows that sin’s consequences disrupt the life & roles for which we are made (16-19;  tho we are to resist evil’s disorder  & seek to relieve such painful correction built into our lives).    

Still:   (3) Grace covers their shame (21),  softens the threat of instant “death” (cf. 2:17),  and restores their mission to be “fruitful” (20; 1:28; 4:25-5:32)!     So:  at the outset, God is seen as assuring that such human “offspring” will eventually crush evil’s power with which we suffer a long painful conflict (15)! 

4:  Cain (1) kills his brother.  A chief result of our insecure mistrust is angry violence (cf. 23f).  Sin can seize us if we don’t subdue it (7).     (2) Again judgment  =  being driven from the ‘Home’ we are made for,  and fear of reaping what we sow (11-14).     Yet (3) Grace secures a mark’s protective opportunity to build a fruitful life (15-17)!      6:1-4’s old tale  also seems to portray such impulses to pervert God’s order, wherein humans having sex with heavenly beings  produces death & giants  (Nephilim:  e.g. Ps. 29:1; Num. 13:33).

6:  Noah retells an ancient recollection in many cultures about how evil unleashes terrible destruction.  In pagan versions God vents on man for awaking him.  Here, our inhumanity brings the consequences!         (1)  Severe sin and violence needs to be stopped.   (2)  A flood of severe judgment cleans the slate, returning to 1:2’s original watery chaos (7,17).       (3)  Yet Grace preserves a portion (Noah’s family)  for a re-start  at Adam’s original calling (cf. 1:28/9:1,7)!    And a broken-hearted God covenants with all the creation that He’ll never again let evil provoke such a drastic & ineffective destruction (8:21; 9:8-17).

9:  Ham   (1)  For grace and judgment’s pursuit of a changed “heart”  is at once  revealed as a failure.                        The most blameless person (Noah)  gets naked drunk,  and worse, his son  lovelessly exposes him (21f)!                          (2)  So sin’s cursed consequences will extend to his perverse Canaanite descendants (24-27).   (3) Grace still allows many generations to flourish,  showing God’s commitment to pursue redemption  (10:1-32).

11:  Babel’s Stairway to Heaven:    (1) Proud desires to exalt our autonomy and “name” worsen (1-4).  (2)  A solidified defiance of God’s intent  must be crippled  by re-scattering people (& languages:  5-9).  (3)  Such severity is also a grace, in limiting the depth of evil we can build (cf. “death” stopping endless evil: 3:22).  But, God’s pursuit of a righteous humanity seems to now end in a hopeless despair of judgment!

12:  Abraham (c. 2000 BC)  is the O.T.’s biggest new start toward the nations’ human need to resist evil!                To achieve God’s original aim of overcoming it in all creation,  He now focuses on creating a distinct people (Israel) from Abraham,  who is called to leave all that he knows,  thus showing the true God’s leading can be trusted  (1).    But grace’s promise, to give him a “name” and make a “great nation” (2), is explicitly  so that ultimately “all peoples on earth will be blessed”  (3).   So from the start, Israel is  not chosen for privilege  (or any superior virtue:  Deut. 7:6-8),  but by sheer grace  for the servanthood      of reversing the judgments in 1-11,  and savingly bringing all creation to be what it is intended to be. 

In that era,  such a covenant’s promises were sealed  by cutting an animal in two  and walking through its’ blood, signifying:  ‘If I break this promise, may I end up like this carcass’  (15; Cf. Jer. 34:18f)!   Only God performs this demonstration of trust.   He re-pledges to ‘impossibly’ provide the son (this promise required)  to elderly Sarah (16).      Then, their own culture’s indelible body marking of “circumcision” is re-interpreted as confirming the gracious permanence of God’s promised relationship with them (17). 
12-25’s story shows that retaining dependence on God’s promises is hard.     Painfully, Abraham and Sarah take it all into their own hands.  But since God’s grace provides & teaches him, he is finally able to trust to God the very son (Issac)  who is needed to fulfill God’s unconditional promise to him  (22).  God’s purpose (being a blessing-12:1f) requires this unity of faith & obedience.    This confirms that His promises to bless all the earth will prevail (22:15-18).   Israel’s story will go on to exemplify humanity’s universal problem,  experiencing their own exiles & Babel(on).   But, it confirms too that God is intent on replacing exile with homecoming, evil with righteousness,  and a divided human family with unity.

18-50:  Stories of bitter family squabbles & generational dysfunction that follow 12-17’s big promises appear trivial.     But their purpose is to show that despite constant brotherly and spousal breakdowns  that endanger God’s promises,  God will do all it takes  to faithfully preserve the promised family line (including rescues, divine appearances, and even using many ordinary people’s ignorant decisions).

25-36:  Patriarchs—God’s promises to Abraham are reaffirmed to his son (Issac) & grandson, Jacob, (renamed Israel by God) whose sons produce its 12 tribes (thru whom God’s plan will be revealed: 35:23-26). Exposing Jacob’s manipulative character  shows that it must be God’s grace  that brings him into the  required posture (32),  so that ultimately  “all peoples on earth will be blessed” through his line (28:14).

37-50:  Joseph (& family) is shown as spoiled & broken, so we see that God’s working brings them to mature reconciliation.  It shows his purpose is achieved, even out of our efforts that intend evil (50:20)!    Joseph 1st blesses Egypt, and in forgiving, overcomes evil with good.  It also explains how famine got Israel to Egypt.    Their clan is there 400 years,  where they increased greatly,  partly fulfilling God’s promise.   But we next hear that, seeing them as a threat, a future Pharoah puts them in slavery (47:27). 
Exodus: When they cry out for relief, God’s call for Moses to rescue them is seen as renewing his faithful promises to Abraham:  to actually make them a nation.    Again, “curses,” the disciplinary consequences of rejecting God’s ways, will be upon their abusers (3:6-10; 6:1-8).     Pharoah claims ownership over Israel, as if he (supposed to be the Sun God’s son) is King of the earth.   The plagues & red sea deliverance are to show not only him, but “all the earth” that God is Lord of all (5:2; 7:16f; 9:16).  In song,  God is again seen as a Creator  who can conquer the cosmic chaos  represented by the “sea,” & provide a “dwelling” for us (15:4-17).  Indeed, God’s reputation  (“name:” maybe “I will be what I am;” 3:13f)  is staked on displaying that God is the kind of Being  who frees people from oppression (6; 20:2f).  

A “Passover” meal celebrates Israel’s gracious deliverance (12-13:16).  But, the ”wilderness” is full of grumbling & rebellious disobedience.    So, later Scripture sees that an application for each generation is avoiding Israel’s response to God’s generous provision (Neh. 9:29; Ps. 106).    God’s prophets promise a new ‘exodus’ after Israel’s exile (Isa. 40; Ezek. 20),  with the N.T. seeing Jesus’ Passover death and life (faithful in the ‘wilderness’ as Moses/Israel was not) promising a new “Exodus” & Canaan (Lk. 4:1-13; 9:31;                      

                                                                                                                                                                            Heb. 3:1-4:10). 

Mt. Sinai (19:1-6) reaffirms that “the whole earth” is God’s,  and that He graciously delivered & called Israel to Himself,  so that they can all function as “priests.”   This means they’ll be mediators of God’s blessing to all people,  as they obey God’s Law (recorded in 20-40),  and so display the kind of life God intended for us.     They had already received an unearned rescue and covenant relationship with God  (Deut. 7:7,8).    But reflecting His character and enjoying His blessings  required their active obedience.    

To fulfill their calling in Abraham to draw all peoples to God,  this law is to shape every part of their life  (family, politics, animals, economics, worship, slavery, etc).       “Observe My laws, for this will show wisdom to the nations… Then all the peoples on earth will see…”  (Dt. 4:6-8; 28:9f).   This agreement is ratified in a ceremony that splashed blood on them (24),  thought to express, “May ours also be spilled  if we violate this covenant’s terms.”   The rest of the O.T. narrates how (un)faithful they were to these.                                                                                                           

Laws for Worship:  detail a system of priests and sacrifices.   This does not create the relationship  with God that grace already provided.   It is to maintain and enrich that life, reminding them of God, His promises & calling.   Exodus (25-31, 35-40) details the Tabernacle, a portable tent in their camp’s center that displayed God’s desire to journey and live with his people as King.  Its’ tangible symbols show that they are to embody God’s glorious presence  that is intended to indwell the whole world.  

This focus on worship is interrupted by a rebellion that reflects humanity’s problem (Cf. Adam & Eve).  Instead of being a “holy nation” (19:5f), they pursue under Aaron, their priest, an image of the world’s ‘gods’ that they can control (a golden calf),  which  breaks their covenant (32-34)!    Moses argues that God’s prior promises would appear failures if He rejected them.   God agrees His promise of Canaan must be pursued,  but now only Moses enjoys God’s presence & glory, veiled to the rest (2 Cor. 3:7-18).

Leviticus presents a protocol to maintain a right relationship with God.  One was distinguishing clean things from those “unclean” (10:10).    These tangible categories helped a morally primitive tribe grasp that God wanted a “holy” people, set apart from the world which resisted His way.   Regular Sabbaths and feasts also provided a way to re-center their lives upon God’s gracious deliverance and calling.

But the focus is on offerings and sacrifices,  that address the problem of sin’s failures, which threaten their experience of the covenant relationship.    “Priests” (8; 9; 21) were especially righteous men who represented the people in such rituals.  All pagan cultures saw sacrifices as appeasing the gods’ anger, keeping it from venting on them.  Indeed, in Israel’s adoption of it, sacrifices appear to actually please God, transact ‘atonement’ and secure forgiveness (1:6,9; 4:27-35).   Yet Israel also appears to reinterpret them as a gift that God provides,  graciously reassuring us of His already forgiving mercy  (Lev. 17:11).  

This implies that sacrifices are to be offered as a response of repentant gratitude toward God.        Note:  But Israel comes to treat this system as a mechanical process that guarantees forgiveness.   God had been recognized as fundamentally forgiving, and yet, One not failing to deal with the guilty (Ex. 34:6).    So,  the later prophets denounce Israel’s perverted trust in the sacrifices,  insisting God does not want sacrifices.   Only righteous lives and love of mercy will do (Isa. 1:10-17; Amos 5:25; Hos. 6:6; Mic. 6:6-8).   For God’s own gracious deliverance preceded this system,  and basic obedience remains required (Jer. 7:21-23).   Therefore, Hebrews 10 insists that sacrifices could never free us,  as does the grace & way that we find assured in Jesus.  

A View—Mosaic Law: not only enables Israel to see that they are to be different.   It reveals profound insights, and advances in the values of justice & compassion for which we are made.   So it usually places people above property, and in the 10 core commandments, uniquely has such an overarching God of all the cosmos, that all concrete images must be rejected!     Thus, some views about Scripture  insist that every command in it must indicate God’s will and way.   But some of it reflects the real laws & penalties of ancient Near East customs,  such that some are so problematic that almost no one really affirms that they are truly God’s morality for us.  

For the wider story has God’s prophets refine and narrow what truly matters to God, challenging what had been the plain reading  (e.g. above:  sacrifices literally cleansing sin).    Their early priority upon external & ceremonial purity evolves toward relational justice, until outward things matter little.  Most crucial for Jesus’  followers,  his greatest conflict is with the teachers of God’s religion, most devoted to God’s law.   For Jesus can quote it, and challenge what they understandably saw as its’ plainest meaning  (for example: ‘eye for an eye’ justice, prohibition of all work on Saturday, required death sentences, sacrifices, food & cleanliness laws:  Matt. 5:38,39; 12:1-14; Jn. 5:17; 8:5,11; 7:24; Mk. 7:18,19; Lk. 5:13; 14:13; Dt. 17:4,5).    Jesus offers counter-texts, says don’t judge by how it “appears,” and repeatedly claims authority to insist that in recognizing what is the good that God wills, we see that the purpose must be humanity’s welfare.  In the midst of  trivial laws on hair-cuts, slaves & mixing fabrics, He lifts the brief call to love one’s Jewish neighbor, universalizes it,  and insists every moral rule “hangs” on that call to do what we’d want done toward us (Mt. 22:36-40; 7:12; cf. Lev. 19:17f). 
View 2: An ancient ruler made two kinds of (King-tenant) covenants:  (1) In some, he unilaterally committed to blessing his people, such as in God’s unconditional oath to Abraham   (cf: David’s covenant “for all generations” also rests on grace: 2 Sam. 7:5-16).    (2) But in others, such as with Moses, both sides pledged themselves to the agreement,  so that the promises were conditional on meeting the stipulations, or else judgment was promised.  The rest of the Bible’s story may be seen as addressing the obvious tension between seeing relationship with God as conditional (Mosaic), or unconditional (Abrahamic).  Will persistent disobedience destroy the covenant and the people?   My perception is that both realities will remain essential.  Salvation will require a righteous obedience in us,   while also insisting that it is secured by God’s grace.    And Paul will argue that, coming 1st, Abraham’s covenant means God’s pledge of relationship is foundational, and thus will also have the last word.
Numbers describes the wait that their stubbornness produced.  Preparation & a count of army recruits seem optimistic for claiming the promises (1-10).  That’s crushed when constant complaining & gossip lead to fiery judgment consuming part of the camp (11,12).     Complaint about God’s intentions when their spies report Canaan’s fearful strength brings the worst crisis.   Moses intercedes, and rather than destroy them, God continues working.  But God vows that none of that unbelieving generation would enter the promised land.   So, they wander the wilderness 40 years, until the required new one arrives. 

Deuteronomy:  God’s calling will challenge the new generation too.   So, Moses here reviews their history’s lessons, and calls them to renew the covenant  (29:1).    Their well-being will depend on the “righteousness” that required carefully obeying an expanded Law for life in the land (6:20-25ff).  They are to observe it in every sphere, seeing it on their door at home, and on the gate as they enter society (6:4-8).    God’s plan is to circumcise hearts such that they love God,  and thus have an obedience that allows continued blessings and fulfillment of their mission to the world.   Therefore a choice is faced between such “life,” or ‘curses’ of destructive “death” (Israel’s usual choice: 28, 30)!   But the N.T. sees Jesus as keeping God’s real intent in the Law (Mt. 3:17),  and so able by God’s Spirit  to help us do that.

Canaan’s Conquest:   Joshua (c. 1400) is chosen as the new Moses, leading a new ‘exodus’ (1:1-9).  God goes before them again to part the waters,  so that “all the world might know” God  (3:1-4:24).    The land is secured as they cross the Jordan (1-12),  and from Gilgal, take Jericho and the central high-lands,  miraculously overcome the South kingdom,  and then conquer a northern coalition at Hazor.  

The tribes divide the land (13-22), the promise is now seen as complete (21:43f; 11:23),  and so, as at  Sinai, the covenant is renewed  with a warning not to become like their idolatrous neighbors,  but to   be a light to the nations (23, 24; 8:30-35).     Their ‘holy war’ stories powerfully illustrated that Israel    must only be faithful.    For our ‘battles’ require trusting in God who brings the victory (10:42; 5:13-        15; Deut. 20;   Still, the N.T. interprets our real battle as “not with flesh and blood, but spiritual:”  Eph. 6:12).

Judges (1375-1050):       Joshua dies, and left simply under God’s rule,  Israel’s loose band of tribes baldly ignores her promises and calling,  embracing the world’s ‘gods’  (e.g. Baal’s sexual/fertility cult    had huge appeal).   So over & over, foreign powers dominated them, until they cry out.  God appoints     a deliverer/hero (a judge) who defeats their oppressors in war,  until Israel soon rebels even worse!

God does preserve Israel and the covenant.     But the judges are increasingly flawed  (e.g. Samson’s debauchery shatters his vows to be holy).     So Israel ends up in civil war, embracing rape & murdering each other.    The dismal conclusion is:  “Israel had no king and everyone did as they saw fit” (21:25).  Again,  maintaining the covenant appears to largely depend on their divine Partner’s faithfulness!

A View of“Show No Mercy”      When God’s promises were seen as material (land), the provision perceived      as central to gaining them  was genocidal orders for wholesale slaughter,  even of the most innocent toddlers     (Dt. 7:1,2; Jos. 6:21; 10:28-40; 11:20; 1 Sam. 15:3/Mt. 19:14).  Early Bible writers saw merciless extermination as God’s endorsed method to address sin, when extremely perverse enemies are faced (Gen. 15:16; Dt. 9:4-6: 21:20f).  They argue that keeping God’s people from temptations to imitate their pagan practices requires eradicating such an evil race (Dt. 20:16-18).     But the whole remaining story line challenges such troubling conclusions:

(1) We’re immediately shown that it does not remove evil.  Rather, Israel proceeds to imitate the very violence and corruption of the pagans!     (2) So the prophets’ maturing reflection on violence & God’s ways, comes to emphasize that he deeply opposes it, exhorts: “give up violence,”  & envisions God’s resolve to put it to an end, “abolishing bow and battle” & “beating swords into plowshares.”  Now, his devotion to compassionate justice and mercy begins to outrank God’s commitment to retaliatory violence (Ezek. 45:9; Jnh. 3:8; Hos. 2:18; 4:2f; 5:2;  Isa. 2:4; 9:5; 11:6-9; 59:6; Mic. 4:3; Zec. 9:10; Ps. 46:9; Job 16:17; Tit. 1:17; E.g: For an obedient massacre at Jezreel, 2 Kings 9:6f & 10:30  see God blessing Jehu & his dynasty.      But later, Hosea has seen every successor king murdered,    and now sees that God will bring judgment   precisely because of  Jehu’s shameful violence 100 years previously (1:4f)!

(3) For us, Jesus decisively brings the fullest revelation of what God is like (Heb. 1:2f; 3:3; Jn. 1:17f; 14:9).   He reverses Jewish assumptions about dealing with our worst enemies.    He insists that we “love” them, resisting evil by “returning good for evil.”  For “those who take the sword die by it,” but God’s “children” make peace (Mt. 5:9, 38-48; 26:52; 12:20; Rom. 12:17-21).  His biggest grief about God’s impending judgment is that the Jews’  instinct to again take up arms against the evil empire will lead to enormous suffering,  instead of following the “path of peace” that Jesus urged as God’s way.    So, He rebukes “destroying” his opponents,  insisting that imitating “God who is merciful” requires being “kind to the wicked”    (Luke 19:41-44; 1:79; 9:54,55; 6:35,36).

(4) Jesus contends that the O.T. sometimes portrays God  as signing off on what pagan cultures are inclined to ‘because their hearts were hard,’   even though such accommodation violates God’s original intent  (& seemed to endorse such practices; Mk. 10:2-12).    E.g. God is seen as blessing polygamy & concubines  (gifting David with them),   and legislating treatment of women & slaves as just property,  even fathers selling daughters as slaves  (2 Sam. 5:3; 12:8; S. of S. 6:8; Ex. 21:20f).      On reinterpreting God,  cf. 2 Samuel 24:1 & 1 Chron. 21:1!                     Such compromises with the dark side of primitive culture  suggests that the Bible perceives God as working lessons with people where they are at, even when their ways violate His righteousness.    If Jesus insisted that we imitate His Father, and so, kindly treat enemies (i.e. apply the Great Command / Golden Rule),  but he also meant it can be good to exterminate them, his guide  for our sense of morality & God would be made of no use.

A most basic problematic O.T. assumption is that the righteous prosper, but history’s painful events are God’s punishment upon the unrighteous.   This fits beliefs in God’s ‘sovereign’ control of life.    But it’s not so simple, since Job, Psalms (73; 37:25)  and the prophets  all have God repudiating this assumption.    Jesus most plainly denies that a person’s particular sins brought his afflictions on him (Jn. 9:2f; Lk. 13:2f).  It appears that God’s complex relationship with actions that God hates, like violence,  should not be understood as an endorsement.      E.g. the same nations called agents of God’s ordained judgment are recognized as doing evil, and storing up judgment for it (Isa. 10:5-19; Jer. 50:23; 51:20; Hab. 1:6).   The Bible’s point may be that God works in the way the world is designed to ultimately bring good out of what is itself evil,  and thus to accomplish His purposes. 

Kings:  1 Samuel  describes Israel’s sinful chaos (1-4).  Despite the Ark of the Covenant (symbolizing God’s presence with them), the Philistines shockingly crush them & capture it.    But God’s grace forces its’ return (5,6),  & gives barren Hannah, Samuel, a righteous judge who calls them to repent (5:19f; 7:3).  Yet under pressure Israel requests a king to fight their battles “like all other nations” (8:5).  God warns, you are rejecting your unique calling to have Me as King,  and you will suffer under kingship  (8:6-20).

But they insist it is vital to securing military alliances,  and God again is seen to accommodate to their hardness of heart (8:21).    Saul is appointed king (1050), but initial victories are followed by disastrous disobedience (15:23),  deranged pursuit of David (the successor God has chosen),  and then Saul’s suicide (31).    Thus, Israel’s first king seems to confirm God’s opposition to looking toward a human ruler.

Yet in David (1010) and Solomon, we see God’s grace condescend to make kingship work,  producing Israel’s highest point as a nation,  as God brings a king who helps Israel reflect their covenant calling   (and even provides a model for God’s future promises; cf. 12:12-25).    In facing Goliath, David’s trust that the battle is the Lord’s,  already shows that God intends to keep his Mt. Sinai covenant promises (17).

2 Samuel  records David’s victories, consolidation of power, capture of Jerusalem,  and bringing the ark to it.   At this center of God’s presence, David purchases a site (24), but because of his violent role, he is not the one to build God’s House  (7:5; 1 Chronicles 22:8,9).    But God does make an unconditional covenant to establish a “house” for David (a dynasty),  and an “offspring on the throne of his kingdom forever”  (7:8-16; punishing this one’s “wrongs” shows  this is Solomon, but cries out for a better future king).              Such promises of a great nation and a secure home  seem to fulfill the promises to Abraham (7:18-29).

David does powerfully secure Israel, and appears righteous & generous to Saul’s family.  Yet Nathan soon must confront his adultery & murder (11,12)!    His repentance brings forgiveness, but the tragic consequences bring judgment in his family (including Absolom’s assault on his throne).    In conclusion, God displays reconciliation in granting David an end to famine,  and despite his failures, his faithful- ness & spirituality (see Psalms) becomes a standard for evaluating all kings  (and Israelites: 1 Kgs. 15:3).

In 1 Kings  David finally names as his heir Solomon (970), known for his practical wisdom (3,4; Prov., Eccl.).   He especially builds God’s Temple.    The Ark’s presence makes Jerusalem (‘Zion’)  the place where God’s “name” is most evident.     So, all the promises of Israel’s journey from Egypt to Sinai’s covenant,  and now to their “rest,” seem fulfilled in the kingship at Jerusalem (5:4; 8:10-21, 56).    Israel appears now to be the “nation” to bring God’s light,  but  will never be so united or prosperous again. 

For Solomon alienated many by using forced labor for his projects,  took pagan wives,  and allowed places for worshipping Baal’s idols,  leading to idolatry that assures  that most of the kingdom will be torn away (11:13,33).      So, in 930 BC,  it divided into destructive conflict between Judah’s 2 southern tribes, & Israel’s 10 in the north, where Jeroboam, unable to visit Jerusalem, set up idol temples  (12)!

1 & 2 Kings  explains N. Israel and S. Judah’s exile in Babylon,  by evaluating if each king preserved God’s Kingship and pure worship in Jerusalem’s Temple (as Deut. 12 outlined).   All the northern kings failed, and only 2 of 20 southern ones got clear approval!     Even a messy final portrait of Jehoiachin has him hopefully released from exile, but dependent on the food of the pagan ruler’s palace (25:27-30)! 

1 & 2 Chronicles (written 100 years after the exile)  reviews this same history, to encourage returnees to complete rebuilding Jerusalem & the Temple.   So it compares building the Tabernacle  with Solomon achieving the Temple, solidifying Israel’s “rest” and God’s throne “forever” (1 Chr. 17:11-14; 22:6-16; 28: 1-8; 29:25).   As a new Moses/Joshua, it presents David & Solomon as ideal models for present leaders, and for Israel’s hope of a king in a coming age that would fulfill God’s original promises. (The N.T.’s Jesus fulfills this,  but re-interpreted as servant kingship:  John. 6:15; 12:12-19; 13:1-5; 19:1-22; Phil. 2:6-11).

Prophets:  Israel’s king led in politics and war.    But he often encouraged violating Sinai’s covenant, and led a spiral of injustice, idolatry & foolish alliances.    So God began calling forth spokesmen who most shaped Israel’s spiritual life, and always had His last word.     Prophets called her to faithfulness after first challenging the powerful king’s conscience (Samuel clashed on policy with Saul: 1 Sam. 13: 7-14,  Ahijah declared God’s rejection of Israel’s 1st king Jeroboam: 1 Kgs. 14, and Elijah classically confronted Ahab at Mt. Carmel: 18-22).    They displayed God’s care for all  (e.g. Elisha heals pagan Naaman).    They most insisted, God’s covenant promises & judgments still apply,  declaring doom & salvation in one breath.

“The Day of the Lord”  was a central theme defined by the prophets as a powerful future time that would fulfill God’s judgment and promises,  by delivering Israel from her foes into a great new age.  The Exodus had introduced the assumptions that God is king of all the nations, and will judge them when they oppress his called out people, Israel.      Still, we have seen that Israel also immediately began its’ own cycle of rebellious sin and oppression,  followed by its’ repentance and deliverance.  

So the prophets envisioned this ultimate sequence: (1) Judgment on Israel first (e.g. Zeph. 1; Ezek. 1-24).  (2) Judgment on the nations (Zep. 2; Ezek. 25-32).  (3) Salvation for Israel & the world (Zep. 3; Eze. 33-38).   Thus, Isaiah assails proud enemy nations,  who do not realize that in thrashing Israel  they are only instruments in God’s hand (10:12-19).    So, using holy war images, the Day of the Lord would destroy the nations’ arrogance (13:1-13),  and in even more cosmic images, God’s destruction would remove His enemies, restore His people, and cleanse the whole creation  (24-27; Cf. Joel 3:9-16; Zech. 9:14-17).   

Thus Psalms (83)  can call Zion’s God to exercise his kingship and defend Israel,  bringing judgment on the nations.    But the prophets had to insist that such relished restoration would first require pain-ful judgment on Israel’s own sin (e.g. Amos 5:18-20).  Though fully experiencing this promised renewal remains future (1 Cor. 1:8; 15:50-54),  the N.T. will perceive that Jesus has brought this “Day” of God’s rule,  as reinterpreted in his message of God’s “kingdom”  (Acts 2:16-21, 34f; Luke 24:44-47; Phil. 3:20f).   

God’s Judgment:   The prophets saw God’s judgment usually came through history’s events, which accomplish God’s purpose.  Thus, Israel had God’s unconditional promises to Abraham;  yet if they violated the conditions of God’s promises at Sinai,  evil nations brought them painful consequences.     So prophecies were warnings of what would happen, unless Israel changed her ways (Jer. 18:7f; Jon. 3:4).
But as expressions of God’s restraining love,  judgment was for the purpose of restorative correction that would lead us to choices that reflect God’s ways:  “When Your judgments come upon earth,  the people learn righteousness…  I punished them & hid my face in anger…  But I will heal them, I will guide them, and restore”  (Isa. 26:9; 57:16-18).   “I will not be angry forever…  I will cure you of back-sliding” (Jer. 3:12f,22).    So, the “fire” God’s judgment brings is to purify:  “He will be like a Refiner’s Fire… I will purge away your dross”  (Mal. 3:2.3; Zec. 13:9; Isa. 1:25; 4:3,4; 33:14,15; 48:10; 54:8; Num. 31:23).

God’s wrath can be harshly described as a total destruction that “cuts off” those He loves “forever.”  But then those texts repeatedly tell us that the God who keeps his promises could not do that.   It is  not final, and lasts only “until” it restores them!    “You are destroyed Israel…  but I will heal your waywardness and love you freely, for my anger has turned away” (Hos. 13:9, 14:4).   “The fortress will become a wasteland forever, until the Spirit is poured on us” (Is. 32:14f).  “You have kindled my anger, and it will burn forever…   I will kindle an unquenchable fire.     I will completely destroy them,       and make them an everlasting ruin.  For the Lord’s anger won’t turn back until He fully accomplishes the purposes of His heart…   I will forgive their wickedness”  (Jeremiah 17:4,27; 25:9; 30:24: 31:34).  

“Moab will be destroyed…  Then she will be ashamed…  for I have broken her, a fire has gone forth.  I will pursue them until I have made an end of them…  Yet I will restore her in the days to come” (Jer. 48, 49).     God’s love “endures forever,”  and triumphs over his “wrath” which is temporary.      “His compassions never fail…   For people are not cast off by the Lord forever”  (Lam. 3:22,31,32).           “I will not carry out my fierce anger.   For I am God, the Holy One,  not a human being!” (Hos. 11:9)          “Zion says, God has forsaken me.  But Can a mother forget the baby at her breast?   For a brief time,     I turned my face from you,  but with deep compassion, I will bring you back”  (Isaiah 49:14,15; 54:7).

Pre-exile Period & its’ Prophets   Jonah’s message showed that God’s grace even toward Assyria cannot be stopped.     Nahum also warned Assyrian Nineveh  that God will be judge and King of all.  Obadiah warns proud Edom of judgment & sees God vanquishing Israel’s enemies in a coming Day.

Amos (c. 750)  portrays God as a lion bringing judgment on all nations,  and on Israel’s unjust wealth.  Yet after her thrashing by Assyria, a better Day of the Lord will come.  For God remains king in Zion and His promises to David (2 Samuel 7)  will still raise up a great king that will honor God’s kingship.  Hosea compares unfaithful Israel to a prostitute,  who despite God’s regret, faces a punishing exile in Assyria (11:8).   Yet he affirms God’s relentless love will lead to restoring her through a new ‘exodus.’ 

Joel  warns Judah of a locust like judgment, but promises a day when God’s Spirit will be poured out. Micah  warns in 720 especially of its’ social inequalities,  and yet sees that God will ultimately rule a purified people in Zion.    Isaiah preaches to a stubborn Judah who abuses the poor (3:14f; 59:8).   1-38 reassures Hezekiah that Jerusalem won’t fall.  But 39 warns that exile will come.   So 40-66 pictures a restoration of Israel’s structures in a new exodus that leads to a new heaven & earth.   God’s promises to bless all the earth are envisioned in the nations coming to Zion and acknowledging God’s kingship.         

Zephaniah (c. 625) worked for reforms,  but announced inevitable judgment,  while ultimately seeing God’s promises  as fulfilled in a radical destruction and renewal of the cosmos in the Day of the Lord.   Habakuk was troubled to see a guilty Judah facing judgment from an even more evil Babylon, but in  faith  envisioned God’s final triumph from Zion  as He fights for his people in the Day of the Lord  (3).  

                                                                                                                           (see Appendix on Isaiah for more)                                                                                                                                                         2 Kings  records a roller coaster of reforms and decline.   Israel’s Jehu is called to wipe out Ahab’s evil reign (9; tho cf. Hos. 1:4),  but he also pursues idol worship.    So, there is growing vulnerability to Assyria’s empire,  and in Hoshea’s day (722), it captures their capital, Samaria, demolishing the north.                            God’s seeming abandonment of his promises of land & throne is explained as punishing the persistent disobedience of their covenant,  that had climaxed the idolatry  begun by Jeroboam, their 1st king  (17). 

Judah’s pursuit of the same pattern is a bit better (17:19).   A few decent kings in David’s line buys them time.   Unlike Hoshea, Hezekiah casts himself on God, who delivers them from Assyria (18f). Yet even he entertains the emerging Babylon,  and Isaiah warns that this will lead to exiling Judah also (20:12-19).      Another faithful successor, Josiah,  does lead Israel toward repentance & reform,    but their bent toward apostasy means that it is too little, too late (23).   So, during Zedikiah’s reign, Nebuchadnezzar destroys Jerusalem and the Temple,  exiling most Jews to Babylon in 586 BC (25).  

The Exile and its’ Prophets       With the nation’s end, it painfully looks like God’s power has failed (cf. Ps. 80:12f; Lam.!).   And the prophets sadly dash hopes of a quick return.   Israel must learn that God is greater than one nation’s Temple,  and to bless any place in which they are planted (Jer. 29:7).    Still, God’s prophets kept alive the dream of restoration,  and of living under a just & godly king.   But it is envisioned less as land & power,  than as a day when the Spirit fills our hearts and all the earth (Isa. 65).   
Jeremiah  saw Judah’s last days.  Josiah tried to renew Jerusalem & the Temple.  But Jeremiah warns that they feel secure in the Temple ritual.    For their trust is in following the Law’s external demands (7-10).  He suffers painful rejection for this (11; 15:16-18).   But without repentant obedience that lives with righteous regard for others,  a Day of the Lord is coming with judgment on Israel,  instead of on its’ enemies!    God will destroy Jerusalem  despite their sacrifices  (which were only symbols of God’s mercy toward the repentant).    Their main national symbol, the Ark of the Covenant,  will not fit in the kingdom God seeks,  where pilgrims of all cultures will affirm God’s rule as portrayed in Zion (3:16f).   And yet,  God would still provide a promised Davidic king over the renewed Israel  (23:1-8; 33:14-16).

Ezekiel,  living later in Babylon, explained their painfully destructive exile.   For Israel historically had prostituted her covenant with God with such immorality (4-9, 16),  that God’s “glory”  has now disastrously departed Jerusalem (10,11).  But God remains invisibly with them in Babylon (1).  And his vision confirms that God would yet conquer the world’s “Pharoahs” (25-32), and provide another ‘exodus’ into “their own land”  with David as king,  so “they would know that I am God”   (33-37).

A “New Covenant”  Both prophets thus expect that Abraham, Moses, & David’s covenants will be maintained by the faithful God of the human race  (tho their interpretation modifies these:  Jer. 32:20-26).  The obstacle is our hard hearts, which requires a “new covenant”  that upholds Sinai’s insistence on obedience, by creating a people who keep God’s Law, because it’s internalized in our hearts & minds.  This will enable them to personally “know God”  & be assured of forgiveness, with no ritual (31:31-34).    Ezekiel agrees that God’s Spirit will enable this kind of obedient and loving “circumcised” hearts that God sought at the start (36:26f; 11:19f; Dt. 10:11-16).    The N.T. sees that this goal was faithfully lived out in Jesus,  so that he, not Israel,   is the Servant who makes this promise possible for all (Cf.  Isaiah 42:6).

Daniel (1-6) shows that even during exile,  the King of all the earth remains at work in faithful Jews.  His apocalyptic vision (7-12) signals that this universal Ruler’s sovereignty will be seen in the coming empires,  ending with an everlasting kingdom,  where “all rulers will worship & obey him” (7:27; 2:44).

Israel After the Exile:    In 538, after defeating Babylon,  Persia’s benevolent King, Cyrus,  released Jews to return & rebuild Jerusalem (Is. 44:24-45:7).    Esther shows that many stayed in Babylon!  Yet many providential ‘coincidences’ confirm that even here God faithfully preserves his people  (4:14).

Under Davidic appointees, enthusiastic returnees expected to build the golden era foreseen in Ezekiel, where God would defeat the ultimate enemy,  and live with his people in a re-built new Temple, City, and garden (38-46).   But, their priority Temple project soon collapsed  as crops failed and harassment arose from surrounding rulers (Ezra 1-4; Haggai 1:9-11).     Without this symbol of their unique identity,  they’re weakened  and inter-marriage began stamping out their Jewish culture (Ezek. 9,10; Neh. 13:23-31).  

Haggai  warned that in accord with Sinai’s promised curses, their failure to recognize God’s kingship and rebuild the Temple brought famine.   So they began building anew,  receiving assurance that God would restore the glory of Solomon’s Temple,  and rule the world by a Davidic kingship  (2:1-9, 20-23).  Zechariah’s strange grand visions also focused on Jerusalem & the Temple.   After repairing poverty & corruption,  rebuilding would bring God’s return there,  and restore its’ place at the center of God’s Davidic kingship “over the whole earth”  (1:7-17; 8:20-23; 14:1-21; 9:9-17; Cf. Palm Sunday: John 12:12-15).

Ezra/Nehemiah:  Later, the temple (516), and city walls (445)  were completed (Ezra 1-6:15; Neh. 6:15f).  It slowed in-between,  but two great reformers boosted them.    Ezra came from Babylon to reinforce Moses’ Law & the priesthood in 485.  And in 445, Nehemiah rebuilds Jerusalem’s walls, repopulates it, defeats enemies, and routs traitors from within.    So, Israel’s civil life & worship was restructured under Moses’ Law.    Yet, the past’s superficial legalism was refueled,  as were divisions between the political priests,  and the laity who focused on being pure Law-abiders  (later becoming the Pharisees).

Malachi’s final O.T. prophetic word affirms:  God still upholds Abraham’s covenant,  and Mt. Sinai’s insistence on obedient hearts  (1:2; 2:10; 4:4).    But Malachi lists their nullification of this:   superficial worship (1:6-2:4), maritial unfaithfulness (2:11-16), injustice to the needy (3:5), and robbing God  (3:8-15).  Only keeping the covenant can avoid God’s coming in severe judgment.     Yet, this Day of God also will bring purification, a new Elijah to turn hearts to love, and God’s return to his temple (3:1-4; 4:1-6)!

The Inter-Testamental Period     Jesus does not come until 400 years after God’s prophets seem to be awfully silent!   When Persia allowed a return to their homeland, God’s promises seemed fulfilled (e.g. Dt. 30:5-9).     But a new heart was not evident.    Many remain scattered in pagan lands,  and those  in Palestine seemed to compromise with the culture,  and be dependent on the pagan rulers’ graces.   Their new Temple seemed shabby compared to Solomon’s (Hag. 2:3).   So, even in Jerusalem, it felt like they were still in spiritual exile,  asking from Scripture,  “Why does God not bring deliverance!              

When Alexander’s Greek armies conquered Persia (331 BC), a new saturation of Greek culture & ideas called all that made Israel distinctive into question.     Even their Scripture were put into the pervasive Greek.   Egypt’s Greek rulers dominated Palestine 311-198.  But in 198-164 BC  Syria’s rulers  magnifed the tension between God’s promises  and remaining stuck amid pagans pressing for a uniform culture. 

In 167 BC, a pagan Antiochus Epiphanes stole the Temple’s valuables for tribute to pay Rome for not attacking his Greek territory.      He outlawed circumcision, Sabbath, and temple sacrifice,  burned the Torah, and desecrated the Temple by sacrificing a pig (cf. Dan. 11:31).  So Jews felt they must carry out God’s revenge.    Outnumbered rebels, the devout Maccabees, won remarkable victories.    In 164 BC, they cleansed Jerusalem’s Temple of Greek idols & altars, and rededicated it  (celebrated at Hanukah)! 

By 142, independence from the Syrians was completed.     So this convinced Jews that Israel’s whole story showed that God’s deliverance comes when they devote themselves to keeping Scripture’s Law, and trusted him enough to risk their lives in taking up arms (Deut. 30:9-11,16).     For they saw that that      is when God will repeatedly act to vindicate His people  and in power restore His Temple & kingdom.

But for 80 years, their own kings’ pursuit of power compromised with pagan culture.    Rome’s army & empire grabbed Palestine in 63 BC.   It ruled indirectly with Jewish puppet kings (Herod), appointed governors (Pilate),  and even chose their Temple’s high priests.      It imposed savage punishments and impoverishing taxes, forcing its’ culture down their throats.   So Jews hated this brutal rule, and saw it as Daniel’s final Beast.   This hatred spilled over to all Gentiles & collaborators such as tax-collectors.  Israel’s people angrily yearned for God to keep His promises, and again come to liberate them. 

They thought that in ‘this present evil age,’ their compromises with the world kept them from enjoying God’s promises, and intensified their exile, like birth-pangs before a birth.    But in “the age to come,” God would intervene to deliver them,  and then, cleanse the whole creation of the evil that marred it.    Israel would extend His blessings to all,  and peace, justice, & knowledge of God would fill the earth.  Some saw the nations acknowledging Israel’s God as their own (Isa. 9:6).   But many expected Israel to rule these enemy nations, as they submitted to Jerusalem, or else were destroyed   (Isa. 60:12,14; Ps. 2:9).

A Davidic “annointed” (‘Messiah’) would bring this deliverance, leading his people in a battle driving out the Romans.   He would cleanse the holyland, & establish the kingdom of God.  Past faithful Jews would be raised from the dead (Dan. 12:2).    God would again reign in the temple over all who obeyed his Law (Mal. 3:1).    Until God would complete this redemption and end 400 years of being dominated by pagan cultures, most Jews agreed upon speeding this hope by faithfully studying & obeying God’s Law,  building synagogues to persevere in their unique identity,  and by being ready to take up arms.

Variations remained:     Zealots  zeal for God’s Law resisted all compromises,  and armed themselves ready to be martyred.    But each time resistance & messianic leaders arose, Rome’s mass crucifixions of rebels crushed it.   Sadducees & Priests, appointed by Rome as synagogue leaders, wanted to keep the Law,  but not wanting to lose their positions,  tried to accommodate to working within the system.  Essenes (the Dead Sea Scrolls), believing a pure Israel was vital before God would lead a revolt, sought to be that  by becoming separate in Qumran  to pursue careful study  & obedience of all the Scripture.                                Like Jesus, Pharisees sought in the midst of the world to reform Israel to God’s purposes.    But that required separation from pagan practices, and obeying Torah & all the unique marks of God’s people.  
N.T. Questions:   What may this O.T. storyline prepare us to expect in a Conclusion of it?
As the O.T. ends,  God’s resolution of  mankind’s problem,  and God’s persistent pursuit of a people   who reflect God’s character, and brings all the creation to God’s redemption,  seems very unfinished!     Asking what that goal would be like  sets the stage for the N.T.,  which explains how Jesus brings a fuller picture of what God is like,  and a fulfillment of the O.T. story.    So we are bound to ask,  how will He resolve the O.T.’s own tensions?    Which of its’ developing views will He affirm or reverse?
My initial impression of the N.T. story  is that Jesus provokes and challenges many assumptions of God’s O.T. people.     He claims divine authority to interpret the nature of God’s ultimate intent and lasting purposes.   On evolving issues, he seems to typically favor the prophets’ tendency, & may so develop this, that his interpretation appears to reverse traditional literal assumptions  (e.g. Mt. 5:31-38).

For example: Will Jesus affirm the assurance that prosperity is the mark of being the righteous who God loves,  or  the prophets’ growing emphasis  that God’s favor is toward the poor and oppressed? Jews saw careful observance of the law as key to seeing God’s blessing & intervention.   Will Jesus agree with Mosaic emphasis on literal conformity to God’s Law,  or  extend the prophets’ tendency    to see ‘love’ as what God cares about (Mic. 6:8).   Will he move from emphasis on literal conformity   to outward scruples,  toward the prophets’ focus on our hearts,  and changing its’ inward dynamics?

Since Israel yearned mainly for “the kingdom of God,”  and Jesus’ theme is that it  is in our midst,    how is he redefining what this “rule of God” means?   Will Jesus agree with Israel’s consensus that Biblical history repeatedly shows  that violent force is central to creating that promised kingdom?   What will He evidence as God’s attitude toward those of pagan nations  who shatter God’s Law?     And then,  are we to react toward such evil enemies of God’s ways  with ‘resistance’  or “love”?  

Would we expect the N.T. to see Jesus’ sacrificial death as like the Levitical sacrifices:  a divine transaction that pleases God by satisfying the need to exercise wrath?    Or, more like the prophets’ view of God & sacrifice:  a servant-like demonstration of God’s love & mercy, crucial to enabling what God requires:  changed hearts and lives  (Cf. Rom. 5:8; 8:3-5; 2 Cor. 5:15,21; Titus 2:14; 1 Pet. 2:24)?

Will Jesus follow the O.T. focus on earthly life,  so much that death would rob us of life with God (e.g. Ps. 6:5),  or will he support the developing belief that God’s promises  and a resurrection in the future,  assure that God’s plans won’t be finished in this world?     Indeed, if Jesus claims to be the promised Davidic King and Messiah,  how will the N.T. interpret these roles?   E.g., will it remain  vital in Jesus’ vision to literally establish a people who rule their own land, centered on the temple?    

Note:     A pivotal question in interpreting the N.T. view of fulfilling O.T. themes  is whether it expects that the O.T. pictures must literally happen.   The O.T.’s own tendency toward reinterpretations raises doubts.    But it hinges on how the N.T.  handles prophetic passages.   The apostles don’t seem to confirm expectations that the goal is reestablishing Judaism, the Temple, sacrifices, or all nations as literally subservient to Israel.   Jesus is seen as fulfilling many verses that literally refer to Israel or to other events, because they see Jesus as fulfilling all of God’s ultimate purposes.   So, the literal meaning often appears re-shaped (Mt. 2:15/Hos. 11:1; Mt:2:23/?; Lk. 4:17-21/Isa. 61:1-7; Jn. 15:25/Ps. 69:4f; Jn. 19:36/Ex. 12:46; Acts 13:32f/Ps. 2:6-8; Rom. 9:24-26/Hos. 2:23, 1:10 ).

Still, I am skeptical that the N.T. would overturn the O.T.’s most consistent goals  and loftiest themes.  For example:  The early O.T.  and prophets show a relentless concern for how we are meant to live in God’s world, and our battle with our own nature.  Both see a God who persistently pursues a required obedience that exemplifies His righteous character.    Will the N.T. shift from a focus on overcoming sin’s control over our life,  to seeing the removal of sin’s ‘penalty’ as our greatest need?  Will ‘grace’ make the obedience required in God’s conditional covenant  no longer necessary for ‘salvation’?

Or,  will Jesus confirm the O.T.:   “To enter eternal life, keep God’s commands…  Only those who   do the will of my Father will enter the kingdom of heaven”    (Matt. 19:17; 7:21; 5:17-20; Luke 10:25-28)?         And will Paul agree:    “Keeping God’s commands is what counts…  Wrong-doers will not inherit God’s kingdom…  It is those who obey the Law who will be declared righteous…  in order that the righteous requirements of the law may be fully met in us who live not according to the sinful nature” 

                                                                                                   (1 Cor. 7:19; 6:9; Rom. 2:13; 8:3-5,13; 6:22). My main impression of the O.T.’s constant dominant vision  is that God is the ultimate Source,  who despite our continual debacles, never quits pursuing real goodness and His valued goal of a righteous and reconciled people.     For this will lead to vanquishing evil,  and to all humanity and the whole creation experiencing what we are meant to be.  So, will God then lessen the goal of bringing order,     & the holiness of His ways to this world,  to prioritize removing us to a different place (e.g. ‘heaven’)?

The O.T. emphasizes that “justice”  means making things ‘right,’  i.e. restoring the world God intends.  Will the N.T. redefine it as securing the kind of final and destructive torment that the world deserves?   Will “salt” and “fire” as O.T. symbols of God’s redeeming & purifying judgment be changed in Jesus to a “Gehenna,” defined as just hopeless retribution (Mal. 3:2,3; Zech. 13:9; Isa. 1:25,31; 4:4; 10:17; 33:14,15; 48:10; Num. 31:23; Cf. Mk. 9:47-49; 1 Cor. 5:5; 3:15; 1 Tim. 1:20)?    I.e. will His “wrath” no longer be Love’s restoring correction?    Will the O.T. picture of  judgment become the theme with the last word,  or be  a subplot, where God’s promised victory over the forces that stymie us  will be the overriding reality?

Will the vision in the O.T. of a stedfast divine love which “endures forever”  (e.g. Ps. 89:2; 103:8-10)  become in Jesus one that no longer “always perseveres” or “bears all things” (1 Cor. 13:7f)?    Will He reject the O.T. vision of a covenant love that never stops,  and now announce a cutoff point,  wherein condemnation & death bring an end to God’s persistent pursuit of His goal?    And will God’s power, seen as able to change hearts and accomplish all of God’s purposes,  now in Christ declare that some stubborn wills are ‘impossible’ to save or transform (Job 42:2; Isa. 46:10f; 55:11; Jer. 32:27; Prov. 21:1; 16:9; 19:21; Ezek. 36:26f; Cf. Luke 18:26,27; Eph. 1:11; Rom. 9:16f; Col. 2:13; Acts 13:48; Jn. 1:13; 6:37; 15:16; 12:31,32)? 

Does Jesus insist that evil will become permanently placed in hopeless quarters  where God no longer pursues,  or will he uphold the vision of a Father who “will seek the lost until they are found” (Lk. 15)?  If Jesus actually claims that God’s goodness will ultimately stop pursuing His goal of full restoration,             that would be the most stunning reversal of the O.T.’s most glorious theme  and clearest trajectory.
Appendix:   Isaiah’s Interpretation of the Old Testament Vision’s Hopeful Climax
Isaiah appears to gather up the whole O.T. story.  As with the exodus, the Law, and entering Canaan, he sees that the intent of Israel’s restoration from exile  is that  “all the earth will see the salvation of our God,” and share in Israel’s salvation (52:9f).    “All the nations” will say,  “Come, let us go to the mountain of the Lord” (2:2-5).     At last,  “The glory of the Lord will be revealed,  and all people will  see it… Then the whole human race will know that I am your Savior” (40:5; 49:26).   “God will destroy the shroud that unfolds all peoples.   He’ll swallow up death and wipe the tears from all faces”  (25:7f).      Also: “To You all men will come…  All the nations will worship You”  (Ps. 65:2; 86:9; 22:27; 67; Jer. 4:1f).   

Thus,  Isaiah sees that Israel’s story is for showing God’s intent to draw all people into his way and freedom.    “I will make you to be a covenant for the people and a light for the nations, to open eyes that are blind, to free the captives, and release from the dungeon those who sit in darkness  (42:1-7; cf. 26:18f; 60:3; 56:6-8).     In this first of Isaiah’s ‘Servant Songs,’  Israel is clearly this Davidic “servant” who is to reveal God’s truth to the Gentiles,  and “bring justice to the nations,  and the whole earth,” defined as a blessed “hope” of becoming what they are meant to be  (41:8f; 42:19; 44:1f,22; 45:4; 48:20)!  

Yet Isaiah sees that Israel itself has blindly missed God’s way.     So rather than bringing blessing to  the nations, she experiences evil’s curses and needs purification (42:18-25).    Still, he sees that God’s covenant love can not cast his servant off, but will yet lead them & restore them (42:16; 41:10-12; 43:1-7).  He will pour out His Spirit on descendants  (44:1-5; Cf. 59:21; 29:24),  and so bring the internal changes this produces that will enable them to complete their mission of bringing the nations to God (45:14-25).  

Of course, we know that Israel’s restoration from Babylonian exile fell far short of all this  (cf. 49:8,9).  No Jewish king establishes righteousness (cf. 9:7; 16:5).    So it’s as if Israel herself needs a ‘servant’ to minister to her!    But then comes the O.T.’s most hopeful note.    Until now, God’s story has worked graciously through deeply flawed people,  pursuing vital obedience by judging their evil, yet offering renewed grace (27:9).   But Isaiah offers an innocent exception (cf. Daniel 7’s son of man who overcomes the forces of evil:  the ‘beasts’ that arise from the sea).      For Isaiah’s 2nd servant song shifts from God’s servant, Israel, to a righteous individual who restores Israel, by fulfilling what Israel was meant to be. 

For with failed Israel in exile, Isaiah wonders how God can be faithfully “righteous.”    Proportionate retribution on evil folk won’t ensure the promised “justice” of setting the whole creation right.   That seems to require that God work as covenanted through humanity, and make Abraham’s family a true “light” that produces such wholeness.   So, Isaiah mysteriously envisions one man fulfilling what the true Israel was called to be (cf. Jn. 1:47), as he voluntarily embraces the fate coming to rebellious Israel: exile and a crushing death.    This way of overcoming evil would somehow bring the deliverance that will ultimately accomplish Israel’s mission:  restoring the world (55:5-13).   Thus, He will make Israel that “light to the nations,  that My salvation may reach the ends of the earth”    (49:1-13; 50:4-9; 61:1-11).  

In Isaiah, the need is to proclaim peace & good news that our God “reigns” as King,  who will defeat our enemy, and set the oppressed free  (52:7-12)!      But the shocker is Isaiah’s classic portrait of how this will be achieved (52:13-53:12).     We are repeatedly told that it is the power of God’s “arm” that will restore Israel (52:10; 51:5,9; 50:2).    The twist is that we’ll now “see” this (52:15; 53:1),  not in ‘power’ to crush enemies,  but in an appalling humiliated “servant”  (52:14; 53:2f),  who is able to show mercy to  the enemies who crush him.    Indeed, it is Israel, who he was faithfully seeking to turn from her way, that murderously “wounds” him, and angrily inflicts her “transgression” upon him  (3-7)!

Isaiah observes that Israel,  believing God exacts punishment for people’s own sins  (Num. 32:23; Lev. 5:17),  will wrongly despise and “consider” him as “stricken by God” (4; cf. 14, 1-3, 8a).    But the real reason is, “we all are the sheep who go astray” (6),  and this servant absorbs the evil and punishment that sinners inflict on him.   Literally, it’s because of  “my peoples’ transgression,”  that this servant sacrificially suffers the ‘blow’ (8d),  while interceding in God-like love for his wrongdoers  (12c)!

It is God’s “will” to lay this affliction on him,  in the sense that God unsparingly calls him to live    out his own message of peace toward opponents so faithfully  that he willingly bears their abuse.    Thus, for their sake, the Servant offers this gracious response,  like an “offering” (10)  that suffers        the very kind of affliction that the choices of our sinful hearts both produce and deserve.

It doesn’t spell out how his suffering “for” (or “on account of”) sins  will rescue us from sin,  or bring wholeness.    But because of this gracious way of bearing their sins’ consequences,  God will “lift up & exalt” him (52:13), give him “the light of life” after his death, and “satisfy” & “prosper” his will (10f).  And “knowledge” of all this is what will “heal” & “justify” (or literally ‘make righteous’) many” (11b,5d).  

The O.T. purpose of bearing ‘punishment’ is to purify lives.    And this sacrificial love seems to bring  a change that we can’t produce on our own.    This servant’s death can’t substitute for God’s condition that we repent & obey.   He says, we still need to “understand” (52:15) this love that would absorb what evil inflicts, and suffer what we sow & deserve.   Then, an assurance of God’s forgiving character will break sin’s destructive power over us,  as it enables us to “turn from our own way”  to God’s way  (6)!

So, the servant will embody Israel in his own life.    Like mankind in Eden, Israel was expelled from Canaan.    The prophets portray this exile, and their promised restoration,  as destructive ‘death’ and merciful ‘resurrection’ to life (Hos. 6:2; Ezek. 37).    And Isaiah 53’s “Servant” embodies precisely this,     a death and resurrection that will restore Zion (54),  so that “the nations will come running”  (55:5).

Isaiah sees that the nations’ O.T. story also parallels Israel’s.    Again, exile, judgment, and purifying destruction precede God’s restoring mercy (now mediated by his servant).   Before the nations’ healing, they too must be ‘destroyed’  so that Israel can be delivered  (34:1-4 & 35; 10:12).     Thus, in 45:20-25, after their destructive judgment, he envisions the nations invited to salvation.   God then takes an oath that “every tongue will swear that, ‘In the Lord alone is deliverance.’”    He explains, “all the nations” will have been “put to shame.”     For, unlike Israel, having been idolaters, they must now ashamedly turn away from it!     As Ezekiel (16:33) explains,  “I will make atonement for all you have done,  you will remember, and be ashamed.”   So,  this confession  &  “bowing the knee” means that the nations will be saved,  or else it would contradict God’s promises to them of this blessing (cf. 60:1-3; 66:18-23).  

This stunning pattern of graphic punitive destruction  (Cf. Ezek. 29-32; Nahum, Ps. 139:21),  followed by stunning restoration,  is reinforced in Isaiah’s divine promise to save even Egypt & Assyria (19:18-25; cf. Ezek. 16:53,55).    But given the O.T.’s common assumption that death ends God’s best for us (Ps. 6:5; 143:3; Eccl. 9:2,10; Isa. 38:18f),  it is difficult to see how the Servant could fulfill Israel’s mission to bring  a salvation that portrays all humanity as worshipping God.   For the O.T. can only envision salvation extending to all of those alive (cf. 66:23f).    But the N.T. & coming Servant will provide a greater hope.           His literal resurrection will mean that even death does not end God’s ability to complete his promises to restore the whole creation  (Cf. Col. 1: 20; 1 Cor. 15:22; Phil. 2:10,11; Rom. 11:32; 8:19-23; 5:18,19; Rev. 5:13)!

Those of us that God calls to be His light to restore the world, repeatedly get it discouragingly wrong.     But Isaiah promises that, like a Potter with clay,  God will accomplish his purposes  (45:9; 46:10f; 64:8).              Thus,  our assurance that Love will triumph,  and the darkness be defeated,  rests on the constancy of character in the God who will remain faithful to His promises to Abraham  and to His whole creation.

